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Hurwitz discusses his experience in the creation of Sangamon State University.  He 
along with other business people and legislators (former Governors Otto Kerner and 
Richard Ogilvie, former Mayor Nelson Howarth, land owner Adolf Lubin, and Board of 
Education member George Cohen) were instrumental in establishing the university 
after the law allowed it in the late 1960s.  At that time, industry was reluctant to 
locate in the city because of the lack of higher education.   
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Q: This is Karen Hasara interviewing Ralph Hurwitz on Thursday October 30, 2008.  Ralph, what 
are your first recollections of attempts to locate a university here in Springfield? 
 




A: And my first recollections, I was a senior executive actually running a very large lumber and 
building firm – lumber material, building materials and developer – and we detected that in 
Springfield because we did not have higher education, the ability of it to attract industry, we 
were really not, able to either increase our current industries here and attract new ones.  So 
many of us, there were about fifteen of us, got together and that was in 1967, if I remember 
correctly.  
 
 And in 1967 we started to meet about every week at the Sangamo Club, and it was strictly 
involved in obtaining higher education in Springfield.  As an aside, we also were trying to 
improve the situation at our Springfield Airport Authority so we had good transportation, which 
also attracted industry.  But we determined that if we didn’t have higher education here in 
Springfield we would never get industry.   
 
And I’ll back up a moment and reflect upon a meeting of about thirty of forty people and this 
had to be in 1965 or 1966 when a McDonnell Douglas senior economist came to Springfield.  
And you don’t remember this because I don’t think you were involved at this time, Karen, but 
we asked McDonnell Douglas to help Springfield, as he called it, this economist, get ten 
producers here – that meant automobile producers or whoever.  And he told us at that time, 
and I never will forget it, “Disregard the ability to get industry in Springfield,” he said. “You’ll 
never do it.”   
 
He said, “You don’t have higher education here,” but he said, “Also along with that problem, 
you have no good pool of people.  It’s a state government seat, you don’t have good labor, it’s 
diminishing in quality in Springfield, and all that.  So just develop this community into white-
collar.”  And that influenced a lot of us to start thinking about we darn well better get higher 
education in Springfield or else we are going to go downhill.  His verbiage proved true because 
Sangamo Electric left, Allis Chalmers diminished, and of course we know that eventually left.   
 
So industry did leave Springfield but when we got together in 1967 – about fifteen of us, met at 
the Sangamo Club every Saturday noon – I’m trying to remember all the names of the people 
involved, Karen but I remember definitely there was Gail Wanless who was one of our big 
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developers.  And the family, the Wanless family owned huge amounts of land – still do around 
Springfield.  There was Ken Cole who has – both have since gone, unfortunately.  John Davidson 
limitedly was involved because he was our state, or he was going to be our state senator and he 
was in the legislative world at that time.  Mayor of Springfield was involved and I don’t 
remember who that was but I know Nelson Howarth was involved later on.    
 
We obtained the help of Otto Kerner during those early years as our governor and we obtained 
great help from Governor Ogilvie who was just very, very influential in helping us and he 
became a very personal friend of mine because we were – had some mutually good interests of 
hunting and fishing together and we spent a lot of time together and he was a big help.  So also 
with that group of fifteen there was the head of our chamber of commerce whose name I don’t 
remember.  Denny Kelly I think at that time was involved, can’t think of the others they were – 
we were all young and vigorous and wanting to help Springfield and getting a higher education 
into Springfield was critical.  So that’s sort of the background of what we were doing at that 
time. 
 




Q: Seems like it happened rather quickly compared to how long it takes things today. 
 
A: Well I tried to look up my notes and I did have some notes and I believe we started to meet 
in 1967 and in June of 1969, the law was passed that allowed the Sangamon State University to 
form.  A lot of people worked very, very hard but during those years, Karen, it was easier to get 
things through the legislative process then it is today. Politics wasn’t that deeply involved in it – 
it was just the matter of everyone, both Democrats and Republicans, were anxious to see 
Springfield survive and improve in quality of life and in population, the economy of our city.   
 
So it took I guess about two years and what we had to do was locate the area.  And my mentor 
in life was a man called Adolf Lubin and – the Barker-Lubin Company, you remember them I’m 
sure very well – and that’s a company that I actually was in charge of for some years before I 
left in 1970 actually, the company.  Adolf Lubin and a group of us got together and said it would 
be great to put Sangamon State University along side of Lincoln Land and all of that out in that 
general area, south of Springfield; it was open farm land.  
 
And Mr. Lubin owned a very major farm south of Springfield on West Lake Drive and he set the 
pricing at a very low level of pricing for his farmland and sold it to Sangamon State to start the 
campus and that established the campus area for Sangamon State.  I don’t know literally how 
many thousands of acres he had – might not be in the thousands but it was in the many 
hundreds – and I was very familiar with it because he and I spent a lot of time together on that 
farm.  So that’s how it really started – in two years we obtained the law, the land was formed, 
was obtained and the location was established because of Mr. Lubin and others, all of us 
involved and that really was the formation.   
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And then about that time, a gentleman by the name of Mr. Cohen came to town and Mr. Cohen 
had the offices in the Myers Building down on the square and Mr. Cohen hired most of the 
professors for Sangamon State, that was before Bob Spencer was named president.  Mr. Cohen 
– I’ve forgotten his title but he was employed, I gather, by the Board of Higher Education or 
some board that was establishing Sangamon State, giving it credibility and giving it personnel.   
 
And Mr. Cohen called me and this had to be in mid-1969, just after the law was passed.  And he 
said, “Ralph, I want you to prepare housing for all the many, many students that we’re going to 
have.” And I never will forget it, he was eating lunch and had a bottle of wine along side of his 
lunch [laughter] at a time which is most unusual at two in the afternoon and in the Myers 
Building again.  And he said, “You’re going to develop all of the buildings that all the students 
will live in.  You will take care of their problems.”   
 
And then he said, “If they smoke marijuana you’re going to have to take care of that and 
whatever else they do.” And I said, “Mr. Cohen, you’re talking to the wrong guy!” [Laughter] 
But we did establish, actually Betty and I, a method by which we assembled all kinds of 
apartments that were available in the city and through Rosie Roach who was in charge of 
housing and helping the students. We were able to obtain housing for most of the students that 
wanted it with proper leases and proper organizations or relationships with the various 
landlords.  So, Mr. Cohen didn’t last too long because he [laughter] was quite an unusual man 
but he hired the original cadre of professors at Sangamon State.  
 




Q: …his faculty, most of his faculty was already hired. 
 
A: Most of the faculty were hired and some of them, I still see some of their names around this 
late – they’ve retired.  But a few of them stayed in Springfield and some of them went on to 
other endeavors.   They were an unusual group of gentlemen and ladies, mostly gentlemen.  
Most of them felt that they had a function in life to prepare their students who attended for 
more social activity than professional activity [laughter].   
 
And of course this University had the function of not being a scientific University but one that 
was more, I gather or remember, a side to the sociological aspects of our world instead of the 
professional aspects.  Most of those professors, and I talk to a lot of them, wanted to do 
research instead of teach.  And it was interesting, but that’s Mr. Cohen hired I guess about 90% 
of them. 
 
Q:  Did Mr. Lubin own all of the land that Lincoln Land and Sangamon were on or were there 
other parcels involved? 
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A: There were many other parcels involved but Mr. Lubin owned the northerly portion of the 
campus and a lot of that land is still undeveloped.  As you approach University of Illinois at 
Springfield now, the land from where Mr. Lubin used to live south to the University 
development is undeveloped but owned by the University and that was the start of it.  But 
there were many other land holders involved, but he established the pricing which made it 
reasonable for the University to go ahead and acquire all the land – he set the standard. 
 
Q: Tell me about the structure of the upper level of the University compared to, you know, four 
year as it is now.  Do you remember discussions, was that controversial?  Was it because of 




Q: Was that part of, you know, what you had to do at the time to get a university?  
 
A: Yeah Karen I wasn’t privy to that.  We were at – once we obtained this, once we acquired the 
law, the law was passed, a lot of us stepped aside.  Because we were busy twenty-four hours a 
day at our own livelihood. But there was an agreement that – and this, I’m not sure how this 
came about – but the Lincoln Land Community College law probably was about the same time, 
I’m not sure of that.  But there was an agreement that Lincoln Land to subsist, to be successful 
would be a first and second year junior college, if one might call it that, and not expand beyond 
that.  Then the general thought was that Sangamon State would be the third and fourth year 




A: So, that’s how that occurred, they didn’t want the two to compete.  And that was a little 
controversial because we had some discussions; a lot of us thought well, Sangamon State 
should be a full college.  It would be better for the community.  But for some reason, I’m not 
privy to the background of that, maybe someone else is.  In fact, I don’t know who might be – 
maybe John Davidson? Well, I don’t know if John Davidson would remember or not. But there’s 
some political activity on that. So and that was for a long time, and a lot of us tried to change, 
to get Sangamon State to be a full university, a year – freshmen through senior.  
 
But Bob Poorman of Lincoln Land of course, was very protective of his turf and so was Bob 
Spencer protective of his turf.  And the two had a lot of discussions but there were some 
animosities.  Not right out in the public but it was certainly under a current – there was an 
undercurrent of that that you didn’t step on each other’s turf.  Some of us tried to help and 
correct that but we were never able to and time eventually and changing in personnel 
eventually took over.   
 
There were some unusual presidents of Sangamon State also which I think helped keep them a 
third, and fourth, and fifth year type of college.  These presidents didn’t want to get involved in 
pushing to make it a very dynamic university and still wanted to keep it as a public relations or a 
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public service type of university instead of going in to some of the computer-type things and 
that sort of thing. So, that’s about the background of that, as I remember it.  
 
Q: How did you feel then after Sangamon State opened and, you know, was going for a little 
time? 
 
A: Well, we all felt – or not “we” – I felt, and I can only speak for myself, it was good when 
industry said, “We’d like to come to Springfield.”  And as you well know we weren’t too 
successful in getting a lot of industry into Springfield.  But at least we had the ability to say, 
“Yes, we have a first and second year college, we have a great junior college, we have a great 
senior college here.  And you can get a good education for your children and come to 
Springfield.”   
 
Many of us thought that – and maybe that’s because in my case, I’m a little conservative – that 
Sangamon State was a little bit too free flowing [laughter] and, didn’t get down to what we 
thought were the very basic parts of an educational process.  But they were here and we could 
at least say that that was accomplished but we weren’t really, thoroughly happy with the 
activities of some of the professors and some of the ways they taught.  Thank goodness that’s 
corrected itself. 
 
Q: Are you happy to see it now attain the four year plus status? 
 
A: Absolutely.  I think it was a great step forward.  And of course University of Illinois is a great 
school, my alma mater.  And now that we have it as a full-fledged college, university, I think it 
makes a lot more sense.  And it’s good for our students, it’s good for our population, it’s good 
for everyone.  And I don’t think it has hurt Lincoln Land at all, I don’t believe it has.  So they 
both serve a good purpose and I think it was due a long time ago. 
 
Q: Do you think that it has helped our area create a good work force?  Maybe it hasn’t been as 
successful in bringing industry but… 
 
A: Oh, I think without question it has, Karen.  You can see when I look at some of the resumes 
and see the folks graduating with their upper degrees from University of Illinois at Springfield – 
even some of them started at Lincoln Land and went on – had people come here and obtain 
their upper degrees, I think it’s great.  And it has helped our community very substantially.  
 
Q: Are you still involved at all at the University? Do you go out there do you… 
 
A:   We utilize the University only for the social aspects of it.  We love the symphony and we go 
to certain lectures but very – we’re not active, no.  No, we’re not. 
 
Q: Is there anything else that you can think of that would be of interest, particularly things that 
happened during those first days of the planning or the first days of the University? 
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A: I probably, when you leave, will think of a lot of things. 
 
Q: Well that’s OK, I can come back. 
 
A:  At the moment I can’t.  I think my background in it, as we first started this session, was 
simply wanting desperately to obtain higher education –Springfield College in Illinois is a 
wonderful little college.  But when you talk to industry and say, you know, “Come to 
Springfield.” And they’d say, “What’s your upper education, your higher education?” “Well, we 
have Springfield College in Illinois.” “Well, what is that?”   
 
And even though it was a great college, produced lots of friends and people that went on to 
Washington U and went on to become doctors and dentists and lawyers, it didn’t influence the 
people that we were talking to.  So the whole background of obtaining this higher education I 
think has been very valuable and wonderful for the city. 
 
Q: Thank you. 
 
End of Interview 
 
19 minutes 55 seconds 
